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March 12, 2018 

Dear Woman of the Year honoree: 

You have received a significant honor, one that speaks to your unique 
contributions to the lives of your fellow Californians. The rarity of this award is 
perhaps best illustrated by the fact that only 120  women are honored by the 
California State Legislature each year in a state of nearly 40 million people. 

You are also now part of a special sorority that has slowly grown since 1987, the 
first year that the Legislative Women’s Caucus set aside a day in March, during 
Women’s History Month, to host this celebration. 

It has become a meaningful tradition and an anticipated rite of spring. The 
Assembly and Senate pause from its usual business to bestow accolades to 
encourage women of all ages to pursue a life that benefits others. 

Thank you for participating today and we are pleased to honor you before an 
audience of your elected representatives, peers, family and friends. 

We hope that you will take personal satisfaction in the receipt of this award. We 
also hope that you will display it in a way that encourages other women to weave 
themselves into the daily fabric of our lives. You are, in our estimation, much of 
what is best about the Golden State. 

On these pages are your peers, the women like you, who in their own 
communities are also making a difference. We who serve you here in the State 
Capitol are honored that you have joined us and that you have accepted our 
commendation. 

Respectfully, 

Susan Talamantes Eggman  Connie M. Leyva, Vice Chair 
Assemblywoman, 13th District Senator, 20th District 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 Melanie Fowle  

Senator Ted Gaines (SD 1) 

Melanie Fowle, a native of Siskiyou 
County, has made exemplary 
contributions throughout her career as an 
educator of four decades, dedicated 
mentor of California Future Farmers of 
America and 4-H, savvy businesswoman, 
and nationally-recognized agricultural 
leader.  Whether working the ranch with 

her family, or leading the California and National CattleWomen organizations, 
Melanie has immeasurably bettered our community and touched countless 
lives. 

 

 

 

 Naomi Fuchs  

Senator Mike McGuire (SD 2) 

As CEO of Santa Rosa Community Health, 
Naomi Fuchs has been instrumental in 
bringing quality healthcare to low-income 
and medically underserved patients.  
Despite the destruction of Santa Rosa 
Community Health’s largest campus during 
the 2017 North Bay Firestorm, Naomi’s 
tireless work and creative leadership has 
ensured that crucial healthcare services 
remain accessible to Sonoma County’s most 
vulnerable. 



 Shana Jones  

Senator Bill Dodd (SD 3) 

CAL FIRE Unit Chief Shana Jones was 
the Administrator overseeing three 
CAL FIRE Management Teams 
responding to the 2017 Wine Country 
Fires, the most destructive in 
California history.  Chief Jones has 
demonstrated an incredible level of 
dedication and commitment to the 
safety and well-being of the people 
in California’s 3rd Senate District. 

 

 



 Mary C. Wells  

Senator Jim Nielsen (SD 4) 

Mary Wells is a fifth generation California 
agriculturist, whose family has been living 
in Colusa County.  Mary has spent 36 
years farming and served as an 
employee, manager, board member, and 
officer of water districts and water 
advocacy organizations in Northern 
California.  Since 1963, Mary has paved 
the way for women in agriculture. 

 



 Harriet Salarno  

Senator Cathleen Galgiani (SD 5) 

A graduate of USC and co-founder of 
Crime Victims United, Harriet has 
been a passionate advocate for crime 
victims’ rights since 1983, fighting to 
ensure constitutional protections to 
victims of violent crimes and their 
families.  Through Harriet’s 
leadership, Crime Victims United is 
recognized as the Nation’s most 
trusted victims’ rights advocacy 
group. 

 

 

 Diane Littlefield  

Senator Dr. Richard Pan (SD 6) 

Diane Littlefield is Vice President of 
Programs and Partnerships for Sierra 
Health Foundation, a private 
philanthropy focused on promoting 
health and racial equity.  Through her 
work, she has helped harness the 
collective power of people working 
together.  Her tireless efforts have 
helped improve the lives of young 
people and communities experiencing 
disproportionate poor health. 



 Alissa Friedman  

Senator Steven M. Glazer (SD 7) 

Alissa Friedman is the Executive Director for 
Opportunity Junction.  Under Alissa’s 
leadership, the organization has fought 
poverty by helping low-income residents find 
jobs.  Alissa, through her work, lives by the 
adage that the highest form of charity is 
helping others do for themselves. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Maria Swanson  

Senator Tom Berryhill (SD 8) 

Maria is a wife and mother of four.  Her 
philanthropic work includes support of non-
profit community centers where hope, meals, 
and a safe place are provided for needy 
families.  She lends her time and talent in her 
belief that her community thrives when the 
next generation is given the opportunity to 
succeed. 

 

 



 Violeta Alvarez  

Senator Nancy Skinner (SD 9) 

Violeta Alvarez is cofounder and Executive 
Director of the Underground Scholars 
Initiative (USI) at UC Berkeley.  It is the first 
peer-led academic support program for 
formerly incarcerated students in a top-tier 
research university. Formerly incarcerated 
herself, Violeta had many challenges that she 
had to overcome, including dropping out of 
high school, becoming pregnant at an early 
age and at one point facing a long prison 
sentence.  After her incarceration, Violeta 
vowed to forge a different path for herself 
and her son through education.  Enrolling at 
UC Berkeley, where she founded 

Underground Scholars. 



 Alanna Robin Powell 

Senator Bob Wieckowski (SD 10) 

Alanna Robin Powell founded Boldly 
Me in 2012, a non-profit that helps 
those who suffer from trauma as a 
result of physical differences.  Built 
upon her personal experience with 
Alopecia Universalis, Boldly Me 
educates and mentors children so that 
they meet their potential.  Her 
organization has served over 17,000 
children. 



 Veronica Hunnicutt  

Senator Scott D. Wiener (SD 11) 

Dr. Veronica Hunnicutt has committed 
her life and career to helping students 
and women, while striving to constantly 
better the lives of San Franciscans.  
Today, we recognize her hard work and 
tremendous contributions, through her 
involvement with countless 
organizations and advocacy on behalf of 
her community. 

 

 

 

 

 Erica Ayala  

Senator Anthony Cannella (SD 12) 

Erica was born and raised in the Central 
Valley, the heart of California.  She has 
earned a double Bachelor of Arts 
degree in Communication and Gender 
Studies from the California State 
University, Stanislaus and a Master of 
Arts in Leadership from Saint Mary’s 
College of California, where she 
penned her thesis, “Invest and 
Empower Young Women of Today.” 

 



 Stephanie Martinson  

Senator Jerry Hill (SD 13) 

Stephanie Martinson is the founder and 
President of Racing Hearts Foundation, 
a nonprofit that advocates for the 
deployment of AEDs in every school, 
gym and public space.  She also works as 
a speech pathologist at the Palo Alto VA 
Hospital and was appointed to the Santa 
Clara County National Guard and 
Veterans Affairs Commission. 

 

 

 

 

 Robin Brassfield-Cooper  

Senator Andy Vidak (SD 14) 

Robin Brassfield-Cooper of Bakersfield, is 
a small business owner and leader in the 
oil industry.  She also created an 
organization that provides opportunities 
and assistance to Kern County high school 
students who have demonstrated an 
interest in pursuing higher academic 
learning after completing high school, and 
for those who have an interest in, or a 
connection to, the oil and gas, agriculture, 
construction, utility and energy industries. 

 



 Sharon Hare  

Senator Jim Beall (SD 15) 

Sharon Hare is the pastor of the First 
Presbyterian Church of San Jose where 
she oversees Lifted Spirits, a drop-in 
center for at-risk women.  Sharon has 
had an enduring interest and passion 
for service for people at the margins of 
society.  Sharon is the mother of an 
adopted daughter, Michele, and is a 
native of Concord, California, currently 
residing in San Jose, California. 

 

 

 

 Lili Marsh  

Senator Jean Fuller (SD 16) 

When national tragedies strike—Lili Marsh 
inspires and motivates people to follow their 
hearts and give freely for worthy causes.  
When our troops need assistance—Lili 
Marsh is there to support them and their 
families.  And, when our Heroes need to 
know We Will Never Forget their sacrifice—
Lili Marsh is there to remind them. 

 

 



 Jennifer Adams  
Majority Leader William W. Monning (SD 17) 

Jennifer Adams is the Executive 
Director of RISE (Respect, Inspire, 
Support, Empower), a nonprofit 
organization in San Luis Obispo County 
that seeks to transform the lives of 
sexual and intimate partner violence 
survivors, their families and the 
community through services and 
education that promotes safety, healing 
and empowerment.  Ms. Adams is a Cal 
Poly San Luis Obispo alumnus, and lives 
on the Central Coast. 

 

 

 Diana M. Sanchez  

Senator Robert M. Hertzberg (SD 18) 

Diana Sanchez is an esteemed resident of 
the San Fernando Valley.  For over 25 years, 
she has worked in the marketing, public, and 
community relations field.  She is currently 
the Public and Community Relations Director 
for Van Nuys Airport.  She also participates 
in neighborhood clean ups and fundraisers 
for organizations like the National Kidney 
Foundation. 

 

 



 Helene Schneider  

Senator Hannah-Beth Jackson (SD 19) 

Helene Schneider focuses her career on 
connecting people, policies and funding 
towards positive social change.  She is 
the Regional Coordinator for the US 
Interagency Council on Homelessness 
and a Regional Development Director for 
California State University, Channel 
Islands.  As Santa Barbara’s 49th Mayor, 
Schneider focused on a reliable water 
supply system, environmental resiliency, 
reducing homelessness and the cultural 
arts. 

 

 

 Karen DiCarlo  

Senator Connie M. Leyva (SD 20) 

As Executive Director of Santa Claus, 
Inc., Karen takes her job with one of 
Southern California’s largest and 
oldest non-profit charities serving 
impoverished youth very seriously.  
Under her leadership she has grown 
the organization more than 500 
percent from serving 18,000 children 
at Christmas in 2012 to now serving 
over 105,000 children throughout 
the year. 

 



 Marlee Means Lauffer  

Senator Scott Wilk (SD 21) 

Marlee Lauffer is President of the 
Henry Mayo Newhall Hospital 
Foundation; which oversees its 
extensive awareness and fundraising 
programs.  Marlee is deeply involved 
with the local business, civic and 
nonprofit community and is a long-
time volunteer advisor for many 
organizations in the Santa Clarita 
Valley. 

 

 

 

 

 Norma Edith Garcia  

Senator Ed Hernandez, O.D. (SD 22) 

The daughter of immigrants, Norma Edith 
Garcia’s distinguished public service career has 
taken her from being a youth park leader to 
the first woman Chief Deputy Director of the 
Los Angeles County Parks and Recreation 
Department, one of the largest park systems in 
the Country.  She also went from being the 
first to go to college in her family to serving on 
the Rio Hondo College Board of Trustees.  
Today’s recognition also falls on her birthday 
of March 12th. 



 Shelley Burnach  

Senator Mike Morrell (SD 23) 

San Bernardino resident Shelley Burnach is 
a dedicated volunteer who, along with her 
family, is committed to serving communities 
throughout the Inland Empire.  She gives 
time and resources to several regional 
causes, including Friends of Santa Claus, Inc. 
and is a founding board member of Women 
of Dignity Health. 

 

 

 

 

 Cristina Ramirez Vazquez  

President pro Tempore Kevin de León (SD 24) 

For the last 42 years, Cristina Ramirez 
Vazquez has dedicated her life to the labor 
movement.  She started as a union 
organizer in 1976 and rose through the 
ranks of the International Ladies Garment 
Workers Union (ILGWU).  Since then, the 
ILGWU merged with other unions to 
become Workers United where Cristina 
served as International Vice-President.  She 
is a champion for immigrant working 
families and has negotiated living wages 
and benefits for thousands of workers in 
California, Nevada, Arizona and New 
Mexico. 



 Yasmin Beers  

Senator Anthony J. Portantino (SD 25) 

Yasmin Beers is the newly appointed 
City Manager of the City of Glendale.  
She is the first woman city manager 
for the city.  Previously she was the 
Assistant City Manager serving as the 
Chief Operating Officer overseeing 
1,600 employees.  She was responsible 
for city-wide budget oversight, 
employee relations, the Capitol 
Improvement Program and policy 
management.  She has served the City 
for over 31 years starting with the City 
Library Department during her high 

school years and climbing up the ranks to the position she holds today.  Yasmin 
is a seasoned professional in her career, a mother at heart and a woman who is 
passionate about the community she serves. 

 

 Rashida Leah Jones  

Senator Benjamin Allen (SD 26) 

Rashida Jones is an accomplished writer, 
actress, director, producer, activist and 
philanthropist.  Beloved for her role as Ann 
Perkins on “Parks and Recreation.”  Ms. 
Jones also uses her many talents to 
advocate on behalf of women and girls 
around the world, through documentary 
filmmaking and political advocacy. 

 



 Betsy Connolly  

Senator Henry I. Stern (SD 27) 

Betsy Connolly is a mother, educator, 
trained veterinarian, and a voice for diversity 
and excellence on the Conejo Valley School 
District Board.  She has been fighting 
tirelessly to protect the quality of our local 
K-12 education and the integrity of the 
school system itself as a place welcome to 
bold ideas and tolerance for diverse 
perspectives. 

 

 

 

 Tammy Wilson  

Senator Jeff Stone, Pharm. D. (SD 28) 

Tammy Wilson is the hands-on CEO of 
Oak Grove Center.  Her personal 
investment in each child’s success is 
what makes her so special.  Whether it’s 
raising funds to help children around the 
world or serving as a volunteer in her 
community—Tammy is always a 
tremendous role model who leads by 
example. 

 

 



 Catherine Ward  

Senator Josh Newman (SD 29) 

Catherine Ward is the Interim Director of 
California State University, Fullerton’s 
Veterans Resource Center.  Using a 
strengths-based perspective, her work 
focuses on developing innovative 
programs that support the personal, 
academic, and professional success of 
student veterans, is an advocate for 
women veterans, and strives to build a 
more compassionate community. 

 

 

 

 Negest “Nikki” Legesse  

Senator Holly J. Mitchell (SD 30) 

Negest “Nikki” Legesse is the Executive 
Director of Little Ethiopia Cultural and 
Resource Center.  She is a project leader 
of Ethiopian Community Development, a 
project of Community Partners.  She is 
president of her own company Legesse 
Enterprises.  She is a commissioner on the 
City of Los Angeles Commission of 
Community & Family Services. 

 

 



 Kathy Michalak  

Senator Richard D. Roth (SD 31) 

Kathy Michalak is the Executive 
Director of the Riverside Habitat for 
Humanity.  Kathy is dedicated to 
helping low income families including 
veterans realize the dream of owning 
a home through her work with Habitat 
for Humanity.  Her passion and drive 
inspires the community of Riverside to 
unite and build a stronger future 
together. 

 

 

 

 

 Nancy Lee  

Senator Ricardo Lara (SD 33) 

Nancy Lee is a Cambodian genocide 
survivor, philanthropist, and dedicated 
volunteer. She is the president of the 
Dream Beyond Foundation, which 
provides scholarships to underserved 
Southeast Asian American youth and 
facilitates healthy recreational and 
physical activities, workshops, and ESL 
classes for elderly Cambodians in Long 
Beach. 



 Adela Montañez  

Senator Janet Nguyen (SD 34) 

For more than two decades, Adela 
Montañez has been an agent of change in 
underserved communities by 
empowering residents through 
education, promoting health and 
wellness initiatives, and advocating for 
policy solutions.  Adela leads by example 
and her work has undoubtedly made the 
34th District a better, healthier place. 

 

 

 

 

 Lorraine C. Grey  

Senator Steven Bradford (SD 35) 

For the last 30 years Ms. Grey has served as 
a fixture in the health professions 
community, and has also served as Director 
of the Saturday Science Academy at Charles 
Drew University, where under her 
leadership 90 percent of graduates from the 
program pursue higher education with an 
emphasis on medical careers. 

 

 



 Donna Kalez  

Minority Leader Patricia C. Bates (SD 36) 

Donna Kalez is the managing partner of 
Dana Wharf Sportfishing and Whale 
Watching, which has locations in Dana 
Point and Oceanside.  Since 1961, Dana 
Wharf has been a leader on whale 
watching tours and sustainable 
sportfishing.  Donna is an active 
community member, recognized for her 
work on behalf of many non-profits.  
One of her priorities is introducing 
children to the wonders of our oceans 
and coastal environment. 

 

 

 

 Ruth Tang Ding  

Senator John M. W. Moorlach (SD 37) 

Ruth Ding has been a fixture in the 
Orange County philanthropic community 
for more than fifty years.  A daughter of 
immigrants, Ruth has spent her life 
working hard to help others achieve the 
American dream.  Among her countless 
accomplishments, she is well known as a 
founding member of the Orange County 
Performing Arts Center and is a tireless 
advocate in advancing educational 
artistic causes. 



 Paula Jansen  

Senator Joel Anderson (SD 38) 

Paula is a humble California native.  After 
21 years of service Paula retired from the 
U.S. Navy.  Paula was awarded the 
Presidential Volunteer Service Award for 
her tireless volunteer efforts.  In 2017, 
Paula became the first female Post 
Commander of Veterans of Foreign Wars 
Post 5867.  She lives by the motto 
“Service First.” 

 

 

 

 

 Vicki D. Granowitz  

Senator Toni G. Atkins (SD 39) 

For nearly two decades, Vicki Granowitz 
has been a leader in community 
collaboration – devising neighborhood 
plans, setting development goals and 
policies as a planning commissioner, and 
more. She’s risen above a diagnosis of 
multiple sclerosis, gracefully assuming 
the burdens and rewards of leadership, 
while making San Diego a better place. 

 



 Sarah Brite Evans  

Senator Ben Hueso (SD 40) 

Sarah is a true asset to the 40th Senate 
District.  She moves seamlessly between 
her professional role as one of San 
Diego Business Journal’s “Best of the 
Bar,” to her civic responsibilities, where 
she serves as Chair of the Board of 
Management for the Border View 
Family YMCA. 

 

 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Naomi Fuchs 

 
 
Naomi Fuchs is the Chief Executive Officer for Santa Rosa Community Health (SRCH), a nonprofit of 

federally qualified community health centers in Santa Rosa, California. She has served in this role since 

2001.   

 

Under Naomi’s leadership, Santa Rosa Community Health has grown from serving 5,000 patients in one 

location to 50,000 patients at eleven service delivery sites--one in four people in Santa Rosa receive their 

care at Santa Rosa Community Health! Under her leadership, SRCH has expanded programs to include a 

school-based clinic, a behavioral health program, and an outpatient residency teaching site for 36 family 

medicine residents. In 2010, SRCH purchased and expanded into Vista Campus, a state-of-the-art health 

care facility; in 2011, opened Brookwood Campus to provide health care to people who are homeless; and 

in 2012, opened a Pediatrics Campus. In 2014, SRCH opened a 14-operatory dental clinic to serve low-

income, Medi-Cal, and uninsured patients. SRCH recently opened the Dutton Campus, which will integrate 

medical, dental, and mental health services, as well as provide primary care specialty services for people 

with developmental disabilities.  

 

In October 2017, the northern California wildfires destroyed SRCH’s Vista Campus, which was the 

medical home for 24,000 patients. As part of the response and recovery plan, SRCH expanded capacity at 

all existing locations and opened two new temporary health centers: Fiesta Campus and Airway Campus. 

By January 2018, SRCH was at 90% of previous capacity. 

 

Naomi is passionate about transforming health care so that all people have the same opportunity for a full 

and healthy life. To that end, she participates in numerous county-wide, state, and national organizations 

and stakeholder committees, including the Redwood Community Health Coalition, Health Action, 

California Primary Care Association, and the National Association of Community Health Centers.  

 

Naomi earned her degree in Anthropology from Wesleyan University in Connecticut and her MBA from 

Sonoma State University in California.  Naomi and her husband have four grown children, three 

grandchildren, and live in Sebastopol, California. 
 

 

 
 
MIKE MCGUIRE 
State Senator 
 









 

WOMAN OF THE YEAR 2018 

Diane Littlefield 

 

 

Diane Littlefield is Vice President of Programs and Partnerships for 

Sierra Health Foundation, a private philanthropy focused on 

promoting health and racial equity and a healthful life for all people in 

the Northern and Central California region through partnership and 

innovation. The foundation uses a social determinants of health lens 

and employs a broad spectrum of approaches to support community 

leadership, organizing and movement building, policy and advocacy 

and inter-sectoral efforts to improve health and well-being.  

 

As a member of the executive team, Diane is responsible for strategic 

program and partnership development, and oversees management of 

the foundation’s programs and policy initiatives. She has a special 

interest in advancing social justice and addressing health disparities, 

and believes strongly in the collective power of people working 

toward health equity.  

 

Diane worked for more than 20 years in the nonprofit and public 

community health sector in the Coastal and Central Valleys before 

joining Sierra Health Foundation. She has a bachelor’s degree in 

Nutrition Science from U.C. Davis, and a master’s degree in Public 

Health from U.C. Berkeley. 

 

 





 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Maria Swanson 
 

Maria Swanson is a lovely, outgoing woman whose philanthropic view is one of quiet service to both her 

church and her community. 

 

Born and raised in Hilmar to parents who own a thriving dairy, Maria learned the value of hard work, 

common sense, business skills, and family values.  She and her husband Matt, have four children and one 

son in law, and attend Monte Vista Chapel in Turlock, where they reside.   This year they will celebrate their 

second daughter, Savannah, graduating from Pepperdine University with a Science degree.   

 

Maria’s interests, passions, and involvements include spending time, resources and her talent to support non-

profit community centers where hope, meals, and a safe place are provided for needy families. The children 

from these families are shown that they are valued, loved and can contribute to their community.  The 

Turlock Pregnancy Center, another of Maria’s passions gives girls options other than abortion.  Real positive 

changes that benefit not just the person but the community can be seen in the lives of these young women.   

 

Maria believes that education when coupled with Christian values, allows the child to be a strong capable, 

contributing member of society.  Because of her interior designing talents, the Turlock Christian Elementary 

school is housed in a new state of the art facility that opened in January 2017. The facility is technologically 

advanced with large vivid personal computers to create an interactive environment that help children stay 

focused and learn more effectively.  

The state of the art iMac, video, tech, science and robotics lab help reinforce top 21st century thinking. The 

school’s program is designed to give children both the academic foundation they will need for their future 

and the spiritual footing that will give true meaning to everything they learn.  Maria made sure to include 

music, band, technology, including a green screen room, where students can make movies, and a robotics 

room, where they can play with and learn science in a fun way.  Her vision to embrace and advance new 

teaching methods to help children learn can be seen in every classroom. 

Maria helps where she can without the expectation of accolades, because she believes that her community is 

one that thrives when the next generation is given the chance and the opportunity to succeed. 

 

While her family and husband’s businesses keep her busy, she always makes time for friends and those in 

need. Maria is a modern day woman whose greatest desire is to share the news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ 

with everyone.        

 
Tom Berryhill 

Senator, 8
th
 District 



 

  

 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Violeta Alvarez 

 
Violeta Alvarez is the cofounder and Executive Director of the Underground Scholars Initiative (USI) at UC 

Berkeley. The Underground Scholars Initiative, the first peer-led academic support program for formerly incarcerated 

students in a top-tier research university, is dedicated to building a “prison to higher education pipeline”. Since its 

launch three years ago, USI has served almost 50 students, 30 of whom have successfully graduated. Of the USI 

scholars who have graduated, 1/3 have been accepted into masters and doctoral programs at other prestigious 

institutions.  

 

After her own incarceration Violeta enrolled at UC Berkeley where she founded USI. Violeta was raised by her 

mother who often worked two jobs to care for Violeta and her two siblings. At age 13, Violeta became involved with 

gangs and began misusing alcohol and drugs. She ended up in juvenile hall, dropped out of school at 17, ultimately 

finding herself pregnant and facing ten years in prison before her 20
th
 birthday. At this point Violeta decided to turn 

her life around, committing to make education the path out of poverty for herself and her son. She completed her high 

school diploma, earned an AA degree with honors, and transferred to UC Berkeley. In 2016 she completed her 

Political Science degree with a minor in Ethnic Studies, and is currently awaiting response to law school. 

 

As Director of USI, Violeta organizes support for students with troubled pasts. She provides direct counseling and 

resources to more than 35 Underground Scholars, empowering them with the information and skills to navigate UC 

Berkeley’s labyrinth of programs. In 2016 she and her peers secured a $500,000 state allocation to sustain their 

groundbreaking efforts. She has proven herself an extremely capable and respected advocate in discussions with 

University administrators, donors, and public officials. Violeta ensures that students in the Underground Scholars 

Initiative are prepared, ready to share their stories of success, and engaged in the discussion about appropriate policy 

solutions for the formerly incarcerated in academic settings. 

 

Violeta works tirelessly to implement similar programs for formerly-incarcerated students at local community 

colleges. She has expanded USI’s Ambassador program, which trains formerly-incarcerated community college 

students to assist their peers transfer to the UC system. With Violeta’s help USI’s Ambassador program has expanded 

to 16 Ambassadors at 13 community colleges throughout California. She also mentors inmates at San Quentin, 

serving as an inspiration and guide for opportunities available after incarceration. Additionally she is a Student 

Member at JusticeCorps, where she provides legal guidance to self-represented litigants at self-help clinics throughout 

Contra Costa County. 

 

Violeta’s dedication to resisting recidivism and her perseverance through higher education to advance herself and her 

son stand as powerful testimony to the tenacity Violeta brings to everything she sets out to accomplish. I am proud to 

select Violeta Alvarez as my nominee for Senate District 9’s California State Legislature 2018 Woman of the Year.  

 

 
Nancy Skinner  

State Senator, District 9 

 



 

 

CALIFORNIA STATE SENATE 

 

 

 

BOB WIECKOWSKI 
SENATOR, TENTH DISTRICT 

  

Woman of the Year 2018 
Alanna Robin Powell 

 
Alanna Robin Powell is the founder of Boldly Me - a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization that helps people who feel different learn to 
love and accept themselves as they naturally are.  The organization she built helps people by educating, supporting, and mentoring 
children and their families so that they each meet their own unique potential. 
 
Alanna's desire to help people who suffer from trauma as a result of physical differences due to birth conditions, injury, disease and 
medical treatments comes from personal experience. She was two years old when she developed Alopecia Universalis (an illness 
causing total hair loss), which affected her mental and emotional health as she got older. Later, as a wife and mother, the illness 
continued to take a toll on her. She felt as if she could not fulfill her potential because of its destructive, debilitating impact to her 
self-esteem, which, in turn, affected her husband and three children. 
 
In 2012, she decided to take charge of her life and fully accept her illness. In doing so, she realized how she could use her personal 
experience to help others suffering with physical differences and low self-esteem. After much soul-searching, she left her job as a 
highly-regarded electrical engineer and technical program and engineering manager at Yahoo!. She stopped wearing wigs, refused 
to allow her physical differences to dominate her decisions and hold her hostage to the fear of rejection by society. Alanna then 
formulated cognitive and dialectical behavioral therapy skills training models to help herself and her immediate family. She knew 
this model could help many others who suffered from looking and feeling different. 
 
Alanna’s story of struggling with baldness her entire life and overcoming the emotional trauma caused by feeling different is the 
catalyst for training people how to “Become the Hero of Their Own Story.” 
 
Alanna’s leadership positively impacts the community by providing three major resources. First, a highly integrated and innovative 
educational program quickly identifies people’s behavioral & mental health needs. Additionally, experts from professional and 
diverse business, education, & healthcare backgrounds provide expertise in building sustainable solutions. Finally, the community 
benefits from accessibility & scalability by reiterating training provided using creative technology, infrastructure, and processes.  
 
Boldly Me holds strong partnerships with hospital and school systems to help design, develop, and deliver “best in class” programs 
that quickly address community needs. Boldly Me engages children and their families so lives are significantly altered through 
healthy reprogramming.  The program is designed to empower youth to unleash their creativity and use the Boldly Me skills they 
learn to educate their peers on how to solve immediate problems in their community.  Because children and teens feel very 
comfortable and safe sharing their problems with Alanna, she can quickly help them attain skills to stop ineffective thoughts and 
dangerous behaviors.  Her organization has saved 160 lives that we know of and served over 17,000 children since 2012. 
 
Alanna was born in 1972 at Sutter Memorial Hospital in Sacramento, CA.   She is married to Jason Edward Powell and is the 
mother of 3 children- Tyler, Amanda, & Rebecca.  Alanna is the daughter of Jenghis John Sah  (aka “Empire John”) and Loretta 
Janice Sah. Alanna resides in Fremont, California.  
 
On behalf of State Senate District 10, I am delighted to honor Alanna Robin Powell as my 2018 Woman of the Year.  

 

A 
 Bob Wieckowski    
 Senator, 10th District                          
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Woman of the Year 2018 
Veronica Hunnicutt 

 
Veronica Hunnicutt, the Chief Executive Officer and Founder of the Hunnicutt Group, Inc.-- a 
community organization rooted in the empowerment and transformation of individuals within San 
Francisco and the surrounding Bay Area--has been an unyielding force for the betterment of others. For 
over 41 years, she served as the Dean at the Office of Student Affairs, as well as the Dean of the 
Southeast Campus at the City College of San Francisco. She further integrated herself within the campus 
community through her roles as both Chair of the African American Studies Department and as an 
Instructor in the English and Engineering Departments.  
 
Dr. Hunnicutt also co-founded the African American Achievement Program (A.A.A.P.) and developed 
the original Afrocentric English materials used in A.A.A.P. classes at CCSF. She has created activities, 
courses, and programs for students of all ages in the course of her professional career. As Dean of the 
Southeast Campus, she lobbied for and was successful in getting entry-level biotechnology courses, 
leading to jobs in related businesses and organizations for community residents and other students. 
 
She has extensive community organizing and development experience and has served on the Mayor's 
Citizens' Advisory Committee for Community Development, as well as a board member of the San 
Francisco Mental Health Association, the Opportunity Industrialization Center (O.I.C.), the Center for 
Public Education, the Bayview YMCA, and Communities in Schools. She presently serves as the Chair 
of the Hunters Point Shipyard Citizens Advisory Committee (HPSCAC).  
 
After being appointed by Mayor George Moscone as a Commissioner on the Commission on the Status 
of Women, Dr. Hunnicutt's passion for women’s advocacy became an integral part of her career. She 
helped in founding the Alliance for Girls, continues to be an active member of It’s Time Network, a 
gender equality group, and is a legacy member of the Powerful Women International Connections 
(PWIC).  
 
Dr. Hunnicutt’s titles and achievements merely touch upon the impacts and influence she has had on the 
community. She is a beacon of inspiration for women, and is the embodiment of someone who is 
committed to serving others with humility, integrity, and compassion.      

 
SCOTT WIENER 

         State Senator, 11th District 
 



 

Woman of the Year 2018 
Erica Ayala 

 
 
Erica was born and raised in the Central Valley, the heart of California.  She has earned a double 
Bachelor of the Arts degree in Communication and Gender Studies from the California State 
University, Stanislaus and a Masters of Arts in Leadership from Saint Mary's College of California, 
where she penned her thesis, “Invest and Empower Young Women of Today." She is passionate 
about education access for all, youth development, and working with marginalized communities. 
She works as a Project Manager in Juvenile Dependency, advocating for Foster Youth’s Education 
Rights and Success in San Joaquin County.  She is the Founder and Executive Director of Invest in 
Me, a non-profit organization focused on young women’s self-empowerment, leadership, and civic 
engagement on the Westside of Stanislaus County.   
  
Erica was recently selected to serve on the Board of Directors for Communities for a New 
California Education Fund. In 2017, she was recognized as one of the region’s Top 20 under 40 by 
The Modesto Bee. That year, she also served as a Fellow for the American Civil Liberties Union, 
ACLU of Northern California to represent Stanislaus County. In this capacity, she advocated and 
provided trainings to immigrant families on their rights.  In 2015, Erica was honored to be 
appointed to the California Organized Investment Advisory Board from the California State 
Senate. She was humbled to be selected as an exemplar Latina Leader for the statewide program 
Hispanas Organized for Political Equality in 2014, an institute dedicated to training in leadership 
and advocacy skills, enabling Latinas to create fundamental change within their local 
neighborhoods and across California.  
  
In her spare time, Erica enjoys traveling, volunteering for youth programs in her community, and 
advocating for gender equity rights. 

 
 

State Senator, 12th District 
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Woman of the Year 2018
Lili Marsh 

Lili Marsh is a patriot. Her selfless, compassionate and heartwarming actions embody the American Spirit and have brought 
comfort to thousands of her neighbors, our first-responders and our soldiers.

Before moving to Bakersfield in 1981, Lili lived in East Hampton, New York. She had a successful career in event production 
and club management.

As a former New Yorker, she felt a very close connection to events on 9-11, and as an American she knew she needed to give 
assistance to the victims of that tragic day.

Lili acted quickly and decisively. In less than a week, she organized an all-day fundraising festival featuring local bands, 
speakers, church choirs, and individual artists. The Bakersfield Unites for the Stars and Stripes event was an immense 
success, not only raising $75,000 in one day, but also bringing together 20,000 Kern County residents to share their grief and 
provide support for each other. The event continued for three consecutive years, raising funds for families of service members 
deployed in the Middle East. For her efforts, Lili received the Chairman’s Award at the Beautiful Bakersfield Awards. 

But, Lili was not done assisting people in need. Following Hurricane Katrina, she recruited volunteers from the Bakersfield 
Fire Department, and organized an effort to fill 2 semi-trucks with supplies for the evacuees impacted by the storm. While 
other supplies were delayed and sitting on highways, Lily’s Bakersfield determination and New York attitude ensured that the 
supplies from Bakersfield reached those who needed them immediately and in fact were some of the first supplies to reach 
Texas Stadium.

More recently, Lili organized a relief effort for the flood victims of Houston. In only 48 hours, she planned a campaign that filled 
3 semi-trucks full of essential supplies that would be headed toward small towns, largely forgotten by the larger government 
relief effort.

In additional to her ability to organize and deliver relief supplies, Lili’s’ father, a WWII veteran, became her inspiration to 
ensure that all local WWII veterans were able to see the memorials in Washington DC that were built in their honor. In 2012, 
that inspiration led her to found Kern County Honor Flight, and in May of 2012, 21 WWII veterans and volunteer guardians 
made the first unforgettable trip with this fantastic organization.

Since that time, thanks largely to her efforts and the efforts of thousands of volunteers and benefactors, there have been 31 
flights and over 1,300 veterans have had the opportunity to see their memorials built to honor their sacrifice, their service,  
and their patriotism.

In 2016, Lili began a new project called Portrait of a Warrior. After seeing a similar project in Texas, she found a local artist 
and began working with a property manager to find the perfect location for the Portrait of a Warrior Gallery. This incredible 
gallery will feature the portraits of service members that lost their lives from injuries suffered on the battlefield following the 
9-11 attacks.

As of November 2017, the project has found its home and is perfectly located at 20th and Eye in Bakersfield, and will open 
soon to remind us all of the sacrifices made by our soldiers to defend our lives and ensure our freedom.

Lili has inspired and motivated thousands of people to follow their hearts, to give freely for worthy causes, and to help the 
less fortunate. She represents the best that is in all of us, and she inspires us to take on challenges that will bring relief to 
those who don’t see any relief in sight. She represents the American Spirit that is still strong in Senate District 16. She is an 
American patriot and the 16th Senate District’s Woman of the Year.

									                 JEAN FULLER 
									                 Senator, 16th State Senate District



 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Jennifer Adams 

 
 

 

Jennifer Adams is the Executive Director of RISE (Respect, Inspire, Support, Empower), a 

nonprofit organization in San Luis Obispo County that serves both victims of intimate partner 

violence and sexual assault/abuse of their loved ones through providing comprehensive programs, 

services and resources to the community.  RISE seeks to transform the lives of sexual and intimate 

partner violence survivors, their families and the community through services and education that 

promotes safety, healing and empowerment.  As Executive Director, Ms. Adams oversees all 

programs and resources provided by RISE to the San Luis Obispo community. 

 

Prior to her leadership at RISE, Ms. Adams had over fifteen years of experience in education and 

advocacy for sexual assault and intimate partner violence victims.  Ms. Adams is incredibly 

passionate about her work and hopes to create a community free from inter-personal violence.  She 

is a Cal Poly San Luis Obispo alumnus in both the undergrad and graduate programs, and lives on 

the Central Coast.    

 

 

 

 

 
WILLIAM W. MONNING 

Senator, 17
th

 District 

 



 

For over 25 years, Diana Sanchez has worked in the marketing, public, and community relations field. For 19 years, 
she has been a part of Los Angeles World Airports. While at LAX, Ms. Sanchez served as a liaison to the City of 
Inglewood where she was elected Vice President of the Inglewood/Airport Area Chamber of Commerce for three 
terms. 
  
Currently, she is the Public and Community Relations Director for Van Nuys Airport - one of the busiest general 
aviation airports in the world, - and is responsible for all facets of the airport's community, media, and public 
relations outreach. Since she started at VNY, Ms. Sanchez has expanded the airport's involvement in the community, 
forming it into one of the key organizations in the San Fernando Valley. She has also established valuable 
partnerships with local chambers, schools, and non-profits by taking a hands-on leadership role in these vital 
community groups and even more, she exceeds company expectations by donating her personal time and money to 
assure each organization's success. 
 
Her community outreach extends beyond work. In her spare time, she also participates in clean ups and fundraisers 
for organizations such as the National Kidney Foundation. At the airports, she formed an employee/tenant volunteer 
group, started the airport's Aviation Careers Education program, grew Job Shadow Day and established an online 
newsletter. Each year she works with a committee to host 1,400 school students for a career fair introducing students 
to the world of aviation. She has also fostered partnerships with groups such as the Greater Van Nuys Rotary, Tierra 
Del Sol and New Horizons. 
 
Under her leadership, the airport has received several community awards, including the Champion of Education 
Award (2011) and the Valley of the Stars Award (2013) from The Valley Economic Alliance (TVEA). The airport also 
received the Mid Valley YMCA (MVY) Flip Smith Pillar of the Community Award (2013), the 2012 Community Award 
of Excellence from the Greater San Fernando Valley Chamber of Commerce (GSFVC) and was inducted into the Valley 
Industry and Commerce Association Hall of Fame (2016).  
 
Ms. Sanchez is the recipient of the 2016 MVY Pillar of the Community Award, 2015 GSFVC Mendenhall Memorial 
Award, 2011 TVEA Champion of Education and is past president of the Encino Chamber of Commerce (ECC) and the 
GSFVC.  
 
She currently serves as Secretary to the Valley Presbyterian Hospital Foundation Board, is a member of the Board of 
Governors for TVEA, board member for the Valley Family Center, ECC and Vice-Chair for the MVY. 
 
Ms. Sanchez is a graduate of California State University, Long Beach where she served as student body president 
(1992). She holds a Bachelor of Arts in Journalism with an emphasis in Public Relations and a Master's in Public 
Administration.  

 

            
                                       Robert M. Hertzberg 

    State Senator, 18th district 

Woman of the Year 2018 
Diana M. Sanchez 

 



 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Helene Schneider 

 

Helene Schneider currently serves as Regional Coordinator for the US Interagency Council on 

Homelessness, focusing on reducing homelessness in communities throughout California and Arizona, and 

as a Regional Development Director for Cal State University, Channel Islands. She was elected as Santa 

Barbara’s 49th Mayor in 2009, serving two terms. She served in Santa Barbara for the past 14 years, winning 

her first election as City Councilmember in 2003, having been introduced to the world of municipal 

government in 2001 as a Commissioner to the Housing Authority of the City of Santa Barbara. She ran for 

Congress in 2016. 

 

As a public official, Mayor Schneider strived to connect local government with the business community, 

non-profits and philanthropic organizations. She paid particular attention to expanding reliable water 

supplies during the 6+-year exceptional drought, including a process that resulted in a 40% water 

conservation goal, upgrading its recycled water capabilities, and re-commissioning its 25-year old 

desalination plant. She also focused heavily on finding solutions to reduce homelessness throughout Santa 

Barbara County, and on Santa Barbara’s artistic and cultural economy, where she spearheaded the “Art in 

the Mayor’s Office” program in coordination with the Santa Barbara Arts Collaborative. She represented the 

City of Santa Barbara on a variety of regional boards that focus on transportation, air quality, solid waste, 

public education, youth violence prevention and homelessness. She served on the Statewide Board of the 

League of California Cities and as Chair of the U.S. Conference of Mayors Hunger and Homelessness Task 

Force.  

 

Helene Schneider’s professional background is in human resources management. She worked as Director of 

Human Resources for her local Planned Parenthood affiliate and as a trainer and consultant with HRxpress, 

focusing most of her trainings on the California statewide mandated training on preventing sexual 

harassment in the workplace. Her other volunteer experiences includes being President of the Santa Barbara 

Women’s Political Committee (1999-2000); President of the Santa Barbara Human Resources Association 

(2001); and as a Katherine Harvey Fellow (2004-2005). She received the 2017 Roses Award from the Santa 

Barbara Women’s Political Committee; 2017 Woman of Achievement Award from American Women in 

Communications, Santa Barbara; 2017 “Rivvie” Award from Visit Santa Barbara; 2016 Citizen of the Year 

Award from Downtown Santa Barbara; and the 2015 U.S. Conference of Mayors & Americans for the Arts 

National Award for Arts Leadership. 

 

Schneider earned her BA degree from Skidmore College and her Professional Designation in Human 

Resources Management from UCSB Extension.  

 

 
HANNAH-BETH JACKSON 

19th District 

 

 

 









 

Woman of the Year 
Shelley Burnach 

San Bernardino resident Shelley Burnach is a dedicated volunteer whose enthusiasm for 
serving others never wanes. She is always willing to give her time and resources to causes 
throughout the region, with eyes toward making sure Inland Empire cities are ones of 
which to be proud. 

Shelley has taken on leadership roles in a variety of local organizations. Among the many, 
she currently serves as Vice President of the Colton Chamber of Commerce Board of 
Directors, as a member of the Board of Friends of Santa Claus Inc. (and in recent years, 
Chairman of the organization’s annual Christmas Tree Lane Gala), as a member of the St. 
Bernardine Medical Center Foundation Board of Trustees, and as a member of the The 
Unforgettables Board. She is also a founding Board Member of Women of Dignity Health 
as well as an active member of the Businesswomen’s Association of San Bernardino 
County. 

One of her favorite outreach events is coordinating with UCLA to donate hundreds of 
tickets to football games so that young athletes can attend. She says the joy that comes 
with their attendance is priceless. Her hope is that through this experience they will be 
further inspired to do well in school and aim to go to college. 

Shelley studied at San Diego State University and Cal State San Bernardino, earning her 
degree in communications. Professionally, she has worked in the medical industry for over 
20 years and at present is an Account Executive for PMT Ambulance and Premier Medical 
Transportation. 

Shelley and her husband Dave have been married for 29 years and have two adult 
children, Heather and Calvin. The love their family shares for the city and the surrounding 
region is evident through their volunteer efforts to care for and instill civic pride in their 
community. 

Shelley’s guiding approach to life: “I believe in never giving up, finish what you start no 
matter the outcome because the road to success is trying.” 

 
 
 
 

     MIKE MORRELL 
     Senator, 23rd District 





 
 

 

 

2018 Woman of the Year 

Yasmin Beers 
 

 
Yasmin Beers is the newly appointed City Manager for the City of Glendale.  She is the first woman to 

hold this position for the City. Previously she was the Assistant City Manager serving as the Chief 

Operating Officer overseeing 1,600 employees serving in Police, Fire, Public Works, Parks, Library Arts 

and Culture including the Glendale Water and Power utility department. She was also responsible for 

City-wide budget oversight, employee relations, the Capital Improvement Program, and policy 

management.  

 

Yasmin attended and graduated from Hoover High School in Glendale.  She earned a Bachelor of Arts 

degree in Political Science from the California State University, Northridge; and a Master’s degree in 

Organizational Leadership from Woodbury University. 

 

Yasmin began her career with the City of Glendale in 1987 as a part-time employee in the Glendale 

Public Library while attending high school and continued through her college years.  Since that time she 

has held different positions in city management. She was appointed Deputy City Manager in 2000 and 

Assistant City Manager in 2010.  In November of 2017, Yasmin was appointed Interim City Manager; 

this was her second time serving in this capacity. She was appointed to the position of City Manager on 

February 20, 2018. 

 

Yasmin is a past member of Soroptimist International of Glendale.  She served as President in 1999/2000. 

She is also a past board member of the Salvation Army and the American Red Cross.  In 2011, the 

Glendale Chamber of Commerce recognized Yasmin as Woman of the Year; and in 2013, she was the 

recipient of The Armenian American Woman of Excellence Award; a tribute to her core values that 

represents her civic responsibilities, volunteerism, and community service.  

 

Yasmin and her husband Dan live in Glendale with their two children. 

 

I am proud to have Jasmin Beers represent the 25
th
 Senate District as its Woman of the Year in the 2018 

State Legislature. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
Anthony J. Portantino 

Senator, 25th District 





 

Woman of the Year 2018 
Betsy Connolly 

 
Betsy Connolly is a mother, educator, trained veterinarian, and a voice for decency, 
diversity and excellence on the Conejo Valley School District Board.  For the last 
decade, she has been fighting tirelessly to protect the quality of our local K-12 education 
and, more recently, the openness and integrity of the school system itself, as a place 
welcome to bold ideas and tolerance for diverse perspectives among parents, students 
and teachers. 
 
Betsy was born and raised on the East Coast before heading to Colorado to earn her 
Bachelor's degree in biology from the University of Denver and her doctorate of 
veterinary medicine from Colorado State University. She spent 18 years in private 
practice as a veterinarian before teaching at Pierce and Moorpark Colleges, and running 
for school board in 2008.  
 
Her time on the school board started out with a focus on data-driven decision making 
and results-based policies. A big believer in goal-setting and measuring outcomes, Betsy 
exercised a keen eye for effective programs and an ability to connect leaders with just 
the right nudge to put things in motion. Among her accomplishments, the BreakThrough 
Student Assistance Program launched under her watchful eye to provide targeted 
assessment and intervention for students struggling at school because of social and 
emotional challenges. 
 
Since 2016, Betsy’s role has been forced to shift to a fierce opponent of new school 
district policies to limit child exposure to “controversial” literature in the name of “parent 
choice.”  She has also emerged as voice for tolerance, pushing back against a local rise 
in anti-Semitism and anti-LGBTQ activity, as well as for Dreamers in Conejo Valley 
schools whose families face constant threats from a dizzying shift in national immigration 
policy.  
 
Her grit and courage in defending against all bullies, large and small, have made her an 
indispensable conduit for parents, teachers and students.  Among the leaders Betsy has 
unlocked, the newest crop of student leaders, whose passions have been burnished in 
the intensity of the current national political dialogue, are emerging as a formidable 
force.   
 
Local leadership matters.  Betsy is why. 

 
 
 
 

HENRY STERN   
State Senator, 27th District  

 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Woman of the Year 2018 
Catherine Ward 

 
Catherine Ward currently serves as Interim Director of California State University Fullerton’s Veterans 
Resource Center, a Center of Excellence for Veteran Student Success since its inception in 2010. As the 
CSUF VRC’s Interim Director, Catherine provides leadership and oversight in the development and 
implementation of strengths-based programs and services that support the achievement of student 
veterans’ academic, personal, and professional success. Catherine has served the Cal State Fullerton 
student veteran population since 2009, with a focus on improving the student veteran experience; 
promoting strengths and resiliency; and advocating on behalf of women veterans. Throughout her 
dedicated service in seeking innovative and effective ways to support student veterans, Catherine has 
always given full credit and maximum support to her staff, colleagues, and community members who 
have contributed to the accomplishments of the Veterans Resource Center. And yet, Catherine is always 
quick to point out, it is the student veterans themselves who so inspire her every day. Over the years, 
Catherine has had the privilege of collaborating with countless student veterans in their pursuit of their 
education and future goals. It is an honor and privilege, she says, for which she will always be grateful. 

Catherine has presented at local, regional, and national conferences such as the National Association of 
Veterans’ Program Administrators (NAVPA) and the National Association of Student Personnel 
Administrators (NASPA) on high-impact best practices for student veterans; creating an inclusive culture 
in veteran resource centers; and on best practices in serving and supporting women veterans. Over the 
past nine years, Catherine has also served on several community committees to establish support for 
veterans in higher education. She is also a part-time lecturer for Cal State Fullerton’s College of Health 
and Human Development.  
 
Catherine has received a Master of Science degree in Counseling and a Bachelor of Science degree in 
Human Services from Cal State Fullerton and is currently pursuing a doctorate in Educational Leadership, 
with an emphasis in Educational Psychology from the University of Southern California. Her research 
interests include understanding how student affairs professionals can influence student success; equity 
and inclusion in higher education; and the role of empathy in the workforce.   
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Woman of the Year 2018 
Negest (Nikki) Legesse 

 
Negest (Nikki) Legesse was born in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. After graduating from high school Nikki moved to 

Buffalo, New York, to attend college. Soon after completing her Bachelor degree from Canisius College, she 

decided to leave cold and snowy Buffalo for a sunnier and warmer place. Nikki moved to Los Angeles where 

she completed law school and discovered her deep passion for helping others realize their dreams. Ever since, 

she has helped countless people acquire small businesses and has offered her knowledge and experience to 

ensure their success. 

In 2003 she founded the Ethiopian American Chamber of Commerce serving over 100 businesses, helped 

organize the Little Ethiopia Business Association and created the International Unity Parade. Nikki was the 

president and board member of Ethiopian American Youth Development, an organization dedicated to the 

development of Ethiopian Youth in Los Angeles as well as in Ethiopia. Nikki is the president of International 

Aid and Culture, a non-profit organization that promotes art and youth. She was committed to helping 

homeless youth in South Los Angeles where she provided housing to those in need. Nikki was the Co-Founder 

of Ethiopia Creates, a program that fosters and promotes Ethiopian artists and Ethiopian Art. Nikki continuous 

her work as an ambassador of the Ethiopian Community promoting its culture, history and language and 

contributing to the Los Angeles Community at large. She is the executive director of Little Ethiopia Cultural and 

Resource Center where she provides services including but not limited to the Ethiopian community, 

particularly for adopted kids and their families. She is also the project leader of Ethiopian Development Center, 

a project of Community Partners, a non-profit organization. Nikki worked on the 2010 census and was 

awarded recognition of the work done. She was a board member of Pico Neighborhood Council for more than 

three years. She is currently serving as a City of Los Angeles commissioner, Commission for Community and 

family services.  She is also president of Legesse Enterprises, Inc. a real estate investment company. 

On behalf of State Senate District 30, I am delighted to honor Negest (Nikki) Legesse as my Woman of the Year. 

 
HOLLY J. MITCHELL 

Senator, 30
th

 District 

http://sd30.senate.ca.gov/












 

 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Ruth Tang Ding 

 

During her illustrious career, both as a music teacher and a philanthropist, Ruth Ding has inspired 

students and members of her community with her organizational expertise and unflagging optimism 

in all her endeavors. She credits the strong work ethic and vision that her family instilled in her 

throughout her upbringing for her positive outlook on life, which served as a constant reminder to 

never take for granted the opportunities that she was afforded.  

 

Ms. Ding received her Bachelor of Arts degree in Music from Arizona State University. Her graduate 

work was performed at the University of Southern California. She has been an activist and promoter 

of the arts and Chinese culture in Orange County for over 50 years. She was honored in an article by 

Jodi Cadenhead of Newport 17 Magazine that celebrated “Champions of the Arts.” She has produced 

and chaired many ethnic festivals, music, and cultural programs in Southern California.  

 

In addition to her commitments to the arts, Ms. Ding is extremely active in a number of philanthropic 

community interests. She is the founding president of the Orange County Chinese Cultural Club and 

Pan Pacific Performing Arts, Inc. She served on the founding board of the Opera Pacific and Asian 

American Senior Citizens Service Center in Santa Ana, and the Segerstrom Center for the Arts in 

Costa Mesa. She was also the 2011 Gala Chair for Founder Plus, a support group consisting of 

founders of the center. These initiatives support education and community programs. Ms. Ding 

believes deeply in not only supporting the arts but also in instilling pride in younger members of the 

Chinese American community.  

 

Ms. Ding was also instrumental in founding several major benefit events including the Opera Pacific 

Opera Ball, the Asian Headdress Ball, The International Music and Dance Festival, the Winter 

Blossom Ball and AASCSC’s “Winter Gala” which raised $200,000 for vital programs hosted by the 

Senior Service Center.  

 

Ms. Ding has been honored with numerous leadership, music and service awards in her illustrious 

career. She has received the “Special Commendation for Service to Orange County Award,” 

presented by the Orange County Board of Supervisors, and she was also made an “Honorary 

Goodwill Ambassador” by former Secretary of State of California, March Fong Eu in 1990. She is 

also listed in the “International Who’s Who of Women”, The Dictionary of International Biography, 

and now the California State Senate Woman of the Year. 

 

 
John M. W. Moorlach 

Senator, 37
th

 District 



 
 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Paula Jansen 
 

Paula is a humble California native who comes from a long line of military veterans spanning 

all services including her father, uncles, brothers, sister, nieces and nephews. After 21 years of 

service Paula retired from the U.S. Navy as a Chief. She has been married to Eric Jansen, also 

retired from the U.S. Navy, for 25 years and they have two children. Paula has dedicated 

thousands of hours supporting the Veterans of Foreign Wars and the Council for Youth 

Empowerment across San Diego County. Paula is a member of both the Woman’s Club of 

Lakeside and the El Capitan Stadium Association. In 2016 and 2017 Paula was awarded the 

Presidential Volunteer Service Award for her tireless volunteer efforts.   

 

Most notably, in 2017, she achieved a milestone for women veterans, Paula became the first 

female Post Commander of VFW Post 5867 in Lakeside. The 71-year-old Post has an 

illustrious history in Lakeside as a tight-knit organization close to the community and was 

awarded “All-American” status by the VFW in 2016 but had never had a woman veteran at the 

helm. As Post commander, Paula has helped to bring youth and families back into the 

organization by creating a youth activities area at the Post and by extending the list of family-

friendly activities hosted by the organization. Paula implemented the first “Buddy Poppy 

Court” by crowning the youth of the organization and teaching them the historical importance 

of the buddy poppy flower and empowering them to spend their days as ‘royalty’ passing 

along those flowers and the history they have learned.  

 

Paula touches the lives of every age group. She can be found at a variety of events on any 

given day: hosting a youth sleepover at the Post, singing Happy Birthday to a 100-year-old 

woman veteran at the Chula Vista Veterans Home, or serving meals at the Veterans Stand 

Down in San Diego. Paula lives and breathes by the motto “Service First.” While she has 

definitely contributed to the long legacy of the world’s largest combat veterans organization, 

she is also creating her own and blazing a trail for women veterans of the future. 

 

 
Joel Anderson 
Senator, 38th District 



 

Woman of the Year 2018 

Vicki Granowitz 
 

Vicki Granowitz has spent two decades bringing communities together. Physical communities. 

Economically diverse communities. Geographic communities. In her myriad civic leadership roles, she 

has been a champion for people of all backgrounds, encouraging them to listen, engage and work together 

to make San Diego – and her North Park neighborhood – a better place for everyone. 

 

She is a member of the San Diego Planning Commission, where she helps advise and oversee planning 

and development in all neighborhoods of one of the nation’s largest cities. In her former role as chair of 

the North Park Community Planning Committee she led an eight-year successful effort to update the 

neighborhood’s community plan. As a member of the Park and Recreation Board and Balboa Park 

Committee chair, she worked to ensure all San Diego citizens received the finest park services possible. 

 

Vicki led the formation of the Balboa Park Conservancy. She was a member of the Clean Syringe 

Exchange Program Facilitation Committee, and she helped with formulating a new redevelopment plan 

for a key area of Mission Bay Park. 

 

In all her endeavors, she has worked to bring people together - organize, listen and reach consensus.  She 

leads the way with her own desire to balance competing needs and interests – allowing development that 

blends with neighborhood needs and desires while achieving necessary financial benefits from private 

investment.   

 

She is as passionate about protecting sensitive canyons and waters as she is about assuring affordable 

housing for City residents.   

 

Vicki’s leadership is highlighted by a sense of grace and certainty that comes from her years as a social 

worker and counselor – helping families and child victims of sexual abuse. She is motivated by her own 

personal diagnosis of multiple sclerosis and the sense of well-being she receives from the rewards of 

improving her community. For all her work, she has been recognized as the 2017 America Planning 

Association Advocate of the Year for both the State of California and City of San Diego.   

 

With her warm, generous spirit and fierce dedication to community service, Vicki Granowitz is a shining 

jewel in Senate District 39. 

 

 
TONI G. ATKINS 

Senator, 39th District 






